Use of general practice and rheumatology outpatient services in rheumatoid arthritis.
Patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) should be treated in close cooperation between GPs and rheumatologists and following treatment guidelines. In this study, we analyse the utilization of health care among patients with RA and explain the determinants of the frequency of use of GP and rheumatologist services. A random sample (n = 1259) of adult Estonian patients with RA was investigated in 2007. A pre-structured questionnaire included questions regarding respondents' socio-economic status, quality of life, self-reported use of health care, time, distance and financial aspects of access to health care. The impact of the variables on the frequency of use of health care was analysed with regression analysis. Use of GP services was higher among people who lived outside the capital, had more health problems and experienced disability due to their RA. Time and distance limits had an effect on the frequency of use of both primary and specialist care. A shorter waiting time to the GP and a longer waiting time to the rheumatologist were associated with more frequent use of GP services, but a shorter waiting time to the rheumatologist was related to more frequent visits to the rheumatologist. Patient's costs were not associated with the frequency of health care use. Use of health care among people with RA depends primarily upon doctors' waiting times, patients' place of residence and their health status. The GP has a significant role in the management of RA patients, especially for those who have multiple health problems and those living in rural areas.